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1 JOHN, iv. 1. 


Beloved, Believe not every Spirit; but try the Spirits, 
whether they are of God. 


HE Religion, by which alone our Salvation 

is to be obtained, is altogether a reaſonable 
ſervice. Its divine Author challenged his Jewiſh 
| hearers to the exerciſe of their underſtanding in its 

firſt reception; © and why even of yourſelves judge 

ye not what is right?“ And his illuſtrious Apoſtle 
Paul has given a command to Chriſtians in gene- 
ral to “ prove all things, and to hold faſt that 
< which is good.“ And, without multiplying au- 
thorities, the ſame is the liberal and univerſal lan- 
guage of holy Scripture, by which all characters 
and deſcriptions, all orders and degrees, of men are 
called to the exerciſe of their own judgment in the 


buſineſs of their ſalvation ; according to their capa- 


cities whether ſmall or great; according to their 
opportunities whether contracted or enlarged ; and 
according to the means of judging, whatever they 
may be, which they enjoy. | 
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Upon this view of our Religion a queſtion ariſes 
of no common magnitude In what does this ge- 
neral duty of judging for themſelves, which is 
incumbent upon all men, principally conſiſt? for 
the ſame great Apoſtle who hath commanded men 


eto prove all things,” hath alſo informed us, that 


“6 great is the myſtery of godlineſs : God was mani- 
« feſt in the fleſh; juſtified in the Spirit; ſeen of 
« Angels; preached to the Gentiles; believed on 
e in the World; received unto Glory :” And the 
book, in which theſe myſteries are diſcloſed to men, 


is a book of great antiquity, of ſupernatural autho- 


rity, written in learned languages, and in a ſtyle in 
many parts almoſt as myſterious as the ſubjects of 
which it treats. In matters of fuch deep concern 
and difficult inquiry, how are all men enabled 
to judge for themſelves? From the nature of 
ſociety in which they are placed, they are divided 
into different ranks, and diſtributed into various 
offices, of life: and, by their reſpective employ- 
ments and occupations, they are almoſt as different 
in character as they are in perſon. Various are 
their abilities by the gift of nature, various are 
their opportunities of improvement by the will of 
Providence, and different muft be their grounds of 


judging: yet Salvation is the gift of Heaven which 


is made common to them all. 
In this unequal diviſion of things neceſſary 
to the exiſtence of the human race, it is clearly 


the deſign of the Author of our Salvation, that they 
who 
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who are poſſeſſed of weaker underſtandings, that 
they whoſe minds are leſs improved, and that they 
who are employed in the lower but uſeful offices 
of life, ſhould receive religious inſtruction from 
others who have greater opportunities to know, 
and are better qualified to judge; though the in- 
formation of the wiſeſt is not now infallible. And 
it is, accordingly, the glory of the Chriſtian Faith, 


that mixed and exalted virtue which is the only 


means of our Salvation, that it requires not informa- 
tion that is direct, conviction that is immediate, nor 
the firſt degrees of knowledge: but, that it can ever 
grow from a ſecond-hand information and out of a 
weaker conviction, as its proper ſoil; provided the 
heart of the believer be pure and well - diſpoſed. 


Accordingly, as many were to be taught, many 
have profeſſed to teach. The qualifications of a 
teacher are, ability of head and integrity of heart; 
for to infallibility he does not pretend: thoſe of a 
learner are docility and obedience; but not without 
the exerciſe of his own judgment according to his 
power. In matters, therefore, of the laſt impor- 
' tance to their ſalvation, in which they muſt 
depend on the ability and integrity of others, the 
great and general duty of Chriſtians at large, 
is to judge for themſelves of theſe qualities in 
their teachers, by thoſe means of judgment which 


they poſſeſs. And this is that important duty 


which St. John hath enforced upon all Chril- 
B 2 tans 


e 
tians by the admonition in the text: Beloved, be- 
© heve not every Spirit; but try the Spirits, whe- 
<« ther they are of God.” 


What the beloved Apoſtle here meant by Spirits 
is evident from the words which follow: „“ Be- 
© cauſe,” ſays he, many falſe Prophets are gone 
© out into the world.” A Prophet, in the general 
language of Scripture, is a teacher of religious 
truth; of whom Chriſt was the firſt and the foun- 
tain of all, being poſſeſſed of the * Spirit without 
meaſure,” who is the principle- of all religious 
teachers: on which acgount other teachers, how- 
ever partially poſſeſſed, are called © Spirits” in 
the text. After him his Apoſtles were Pro- 
phets* endued with extraordinary gifts of the 
Holy Ghoft, the Lord working with them, and 
© confirming their doctrine with ſigns follow- 
© ing.” But, however infallible their doctrine, 
and however confirmed by ſupernatural authority, 
the Spirit of Antichriſt, which they foretold would 
infeſt the Church in future times, “was even then 
ein the world.” Ever ready to check the pro- 
greſs of a religion which would deſtroy his power, 
the Prince of this world had put in commiſſion 
his agents and evil ſpirits, under different forms of 
impoſition, even before the divine authority was 
withdrawn by which the Chriſtian Religion was 
planted. Theſe evil ſpirits were falſe prophets 


and falſe teachers, who, by the introduction of 
| lies 
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lies and hereſies, corrupted the purity and ſimpli- 
city of the Chriſtian Faith. In oppoſition to each 
other, as the friends of error will ever be, whilſt 


ſome contended for juſtification by works alone, 
others maintained the all- ſufficiency of a dead in- 


active faith. Some were oppoſers of legal govern- 
ment, and ſpoke evil of dignities: others ſcoffed at 
the myſteries of religion, and ſcandalized things 
which they did not underſtand. 

And if, in theſe early ages of the Church, the 
Spirit of Antichriſt broke out in falſe prophets and 
falſe teachers, we cannot wonder that it ſhould 
infeſt the world with ſimilar evils in theſe diſtant 
times, teaching for doctrines the © inventions of 
« men,” and “ undermining the faith once de- 
<« livered to the ſaints.” Prophecy warns us of falſe 
teachers in every age: and the Apoſtle's admo- 
nition to © try the ſpirits” is applicable in all 
times ; and particularly in this age and nation. 


To us Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing 
ce by the word of God:“ and, in the midſt of ſo 
many kinds of _teligious teachers, who, of dif- 
ferent perſuaſions and with different views, pro- 
feſs to teach, the general duty of every Chriſtian 
among us, and the firſt ſtep towards a ſound and 
ſaving faith, is to judge for himſelf both of the Ai- 
lity and of the Integrity of his teachers, by thoſe 


means or rules of judging, which Providence, in 


her wiſdom, hath afforded him, 
3 1. And, 
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1. And, in regard to the AB1L1TY of his teachers, 
there is a rule, by which every one may judge for 


himſelf, founded in his own experience and applied 


by common-ſenſe. However low -he may be in 
the ranks of ſociety, and however mean in his em- 
ployment, every man muſt have ſome trade or oc- 
cupation by which he earns his bread; or he de- 
ſerves to have no bread at all. To the exerciſe of 
that trade or occupation ſelf-experience muſt con- 
vince him, that ſome degree of learning however 
humble, ſome kind of practice however vulgar, is 
required. He muſt have obſerved, that, to learn 
the art or buſineſs of a common trade, by the wiſe 
regulations of ſociety, men are bound to an appren- 
ticeſhip of ſeven years: and, if he will only carry 
this ſelf-experience and obſervation from one thing 
to another, a little common-ſenſe will enable him 
to conclude, that the profeſſion of Divinity muſt 
require much time and ſtudy, before men are qua- 
lified to teach and to inſtruct others in the great 
duties and myſteries of Religion. From the way 
of life, therefore, in which they, who profeſs to 
be teachers, have been bred and educated; from the 
opportunities they have enjoyed of receiving reli- 
gious inſtruction ; and from the years they have 
ſpent in the ſtudy of languages, ſciences, and 
other neceſſary parts of learning, every one is 


enabled to judge for himſelf, without any depth of 


reaſoning, who are beſt qualified to be teachers in 


one of the moſt difficulr and learned of all profeſ- 
ſions, 


BY I 


ſions. From his own experience and obſeryation 
he may conclude, that whoever, without theſe 


opportunities and theſe ſtudies, pretends to be a 


teacher of religion, is merely a pretender : that 
he is either an enthufiaſt who, deceives himſelf, 
whom he may pity ; or an impoſtor who would 
deceive him, whom he ſhould deſpiſe; and, con- 
ſequently, that he is not one of the Spirits that 
are of God. | ; 
Convinced of their neceſſity, the wiſdom of our 
government has accordingly provided ſchools and 


places of learning for the regular qualification of 


men who are to be called by due authority to be 
the miniſters of the national church, which it juſtly 
conſiders as the ſupport and bulwark of the ſtate. 


From theſe ſchools and places of learning the body 


of the clergy are ſupplied, who, according to 


forms and offices which are purely ſcriptural, pre- 


ſide over the public worſhip, interpreting the 
Scriptures, which are the word of God, with great 
openneſs of conduct, and directing the minds 
and conſciences of their hearers with great ſim- 
plicity of heart. So qualified and ſo diſpoſed are 
the appointed miniſters of the Church, to whoſe 
inſtructions and aſſiſtance in their ſpiritual concerns, 
the people of this country have eaſy and free 
acceſs: and, ſo far as their learning and qualifica- 
tions go, they are © no deceivers but true men;” 
who may therefore be ſuppoſed to be actuated 
by the Spirit of God, 
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But, whatever our advantages may be, how- 
ever qualified to inſtru& you, or however willing, 
we do not force ourſelves upon the people, nor 
are we forced upon you by the civil power. 
Ye are left to your own free choice and determi- 
nation to be ſaved by whom ye will, and, accord- 
ing to the vulgar expreſſion, in your own way: 
for “we preach not ourſelves but Chriſt Jeſus the 
Lord, and ourſelves your ſervants for Jeſus? 
<« ſake.” Of neceſſity ye muſt be taught by ſome ; 
and all we require is, that ye will do yourſelves 
Juſtice by diſcharging this great duty of - judging 
for yourſelves with fincerity and diſcretion ; that, 
in regard to our learning and qualifications, ye 
will try us by the ſame plain rule ye try other 
men in their occupations and profeſſions—from 
the opportunities we have had, and the application 
we have made; and that, ſo far as relates to our 
ABILITy as teachers, and our labours in our pro- 
feſſion, © every man will ſo account of us, as of 
ce the miniſters. of. Chriſt, and ſtewards of the 
© myſteries of God.” 

This rule is of eaſy and obvious application: 
and it is with amazement and concern that we 
ſee it ſo much neglected and overlooked by the 
inhabitants of this place, where, of all others, it 
is the moſt obvious. They enjoy a ſingular op- 
portunity of judging for themſelves, by being eye- 
witneſſes of the many years we devote to deep and 


important ſtudies, to qualify ourſelves for our 
| ſacred 
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ſacred and ſublime profeſſion. They bear wit- 
neſs to the expences which we incur in the proſe- 
cution of theſe ſtudies; and they experience the 
advantage of theſe expences. They may have 
heard of the many lectures in Divinity which are 
read in this Univerſity, both public and private. 
Daily and hourly they behold thoſe magnifi- 
cent libraries, built by the generoſity of founders 
and others, for the benefit of our ſtudies. Bur, 
notwithſtanding theſe opportunities of trying us by 
this rule, and notwithſtanding there are more than 
a dozen pariſh-churches, built by the piety of 
their forefathers, in which we are ready to in- 


ſtruct them to the utmoſt of our power, we ſee 


many of them led away, with the wildeſt infa- 
tuation and with itching ears, by ignorant and 
itinerant teachers of every denomination, by Me- 
thodiſts and Enthuſiaſts, by Anabaptiſts and Diſ- 
ſenters, of whoſe learning and abilities they have 
not had the ſmalleſt proof; men who are felf- 
taught without the power, and ſelf-ordained with- 
out even the appearance, of learning ; men out of 
the meaneſt profeſſions and loweſt occupations of 


life; whom, if they had a fair opportunity of 


trying, they would find more ignorant and un- 
qualified than themſelves. — © Blind leaders of 
ce the blind.” | 


2. After the Ability of ſpiritual teachers it is 
neceſſary to try their InTEcrITY, by ſuch plain 
and eaſy rules as every one may apply. 


Some 
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Some of theſe teachers, however ignorant, 
have the art to perſwade their hearers, that their 
greater ſanctity has called down from heaven a 
greater degree of illumination, which ſets all 
learning at defiance, and holds all ſcience in con- 
tempt: and, in addition to this deluſion of ſupe- 
rior light, they put on a ſanctity of character 
and a formality of devotion ſuperior to thoſe of 
the more intelligent and duly educated miniſters 
of the Goſpel. But, as neither we nor ye are 
ſenſible of any extraordinary gifts or ſpecial illu- 
mination, as none of us feel ourſelves much 
wiſer or much better than our neighbours ; let 
us withhold our admiration of theſe wondrous 


men, whilſt we judge of them by ſuch plain rules 


of Scripture (which we believe is © the true light 
& which lighteth every man that cometh into the 
«© world”) as the meaneſt underſtanding may 


apply, and by which we may be able to determine 


whether they are of God. | 

% Beware of falſe prophets,” ſaith our Lord 
himſelf, which come to you in ſheep's clothing, 
« but inwardly they are ravening wolves. Ye 
e ſhall know them by their fruits. Do men gather 
grapes of thorns, or figs of thiſtles? Even fo 
every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; but 
« a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit: a good 
e tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a 
* corrupt tree bring forth good fruit — where- 


„fore by their fruits ye ſhall know them.“ 
This 


[13] 

This ſcripture-rule, by which we. are to judge, 
is plain in itſelf, plain in its illuftration, and as 
plain in its application. 

To judge of the ſecret ſprings and principles of 
the heart, and of thoſe motives which lie buried 
within the breaſt, is indeed a difficult and a 
delicate taſk : but, when the Founder of our ſal- 
vation, who was himſelf the ſearcher of hearts, 
has fore-warned his Church to beware of falſe 
teachers, and has given us the rule by which they 
are to be tried; to apply that rule is a ſolemn duty 
of religion, in obedience to that command. 

What theſe fruits are, by which we are directed 
to try the Spirits of men, both good and evil, as 
by the ſtream we trace the fountain, whether bitter 
or ſweet, from which it flows, Scripture, that in- 
fallible rule of judging, has — inform- 
ed us. The fruit of the Spirit is Love, Joy, Peace, 
« Long-ſuffering, Gentleneſs, Goodneſs, Faith, Meek- 
& neſs, Temperance : but the works of the fleſh 
* are manifeſt, which are theſe : Hatred, Variance, 
« Emulations, Wrath, Strife, Seditions, Herefies, 
e and the like.“ | 

This ſcripture-rule, ſo authorized and ſo ex- 
plained, let us oath to ourſelves in theſe preſent 
times. 

Under all the bleſlings of an excellent Conſti- 
tution in Church and State, we are famed for a 
happy nation; and, in ſpite of artful and trea- 


cherous impoſtors who would perſwade us other- 
| wile, 
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wiſe, we feel ourſelves a happy nation. We are 
united together by the bonds of Love, which ſome 
diſaffected teachers labour to diſſolve; by the. 
lov of our King, whom they labour to deſpiſe ; 
by the love of our Country, which they labour to 
deſtroy; and by the love of each other as mem- 
bers of the ſame Government, which they labour 
to overturn, And, as we are united by mutual 
love, our hearts are enlivened with national and 
univerſal Foy, which they are labouring to turn 
into ſcenes of ſorrow. We have Peace within 
our walls, which they would have us to change 
for civil-war accompanied with horrors at which 
our blood runs cold: and we have Plenteouſne/s 
within our palaces and houſes, which they would 
convert into abje&t poverty. We are renowned 
as a magnanimous and loyal people, patient and 
Long-ſuffering under all thoſe dangers and miſ- 
fortunes, which, at one time or other, every na- 
tion muſt contend with; full of that Gentleneſs 
and Goodneſs towards our enemies, which are the 
proofs of an holy Faith: whilſt our Meekne/s and 
Temperance under public diſaffection, and the moſt 
outrageous calumny, are the certain ſigns of our 
national courage. Theſe are the virtues, however, 
which the miniſters of the eſtabliſhed Church en- 
force upon their hearers with an | openneſs be- 
coming the ſincerity of their character, and with 
an earneſtneſs becoming the dignity of their office. 


Theſe are the fruits which they bear, in their con- 
duct 


1 
duct and behaviour, with honeſty and without 
oſtentation, and by which they requeſt to be tried: 
for, knowing © that God is righteous,” they know 
that © every one that doeth righteouſneſs is born 
« of him,” 

On the contrary, my brethren, whoever be thoſe 
teachers, who, under the appearance of religion, 
would diſturb our happineſs in this world by under- 
mining the Church which is apoſtolical, or the 
State which is ſo admirably conſtituted ; whoever, 


inſtead of the Love of our King, of our Country, 
and of each other, are labouring to promote Hatred, 


Variance, Emulations; whoever, in the place of Joy 
and Peace, would bring in Wrath and Strife; who- 
ever, inſtead of a Catholic Faith uniformly pro- 
feſſed, would introduce Herefies and Schiſms; who- 
ever, in the place of Long-ſulfering and Obedience 
to the powers which are ordained of God, which 
he has commanded us to obey, would introduce 
Sedition and Rebellion : © Ye ſhall know them by 
ce their fr4its'*— They are not the Spirits which are 
of God: © They are earthly, ſenſual, deviliſh. 
“Though they may come to you in ſheep's 
clothing; yet inwardly they are ravening 
* wolves.” | 


3. But, there is a Spirit abroad in this land, which 
would not only deprive you of your happineſs in 


this world, but bereave you of your hope in the 
next, 


| next, ſtill more oppoſite to the Spirit of God. 


This evil ſpirit was foretold by the beloved 
Apoſtle; who has given us the rule by which it is 
to be tried, in the words immediately following the 
verſe of the text. © Hereby know ye the Spirit 
« of God: Every Spirit that confeſſeth that Jeſus 
e Chriſt is come in the fleſb is of God: and every 


Spirit that confeſſeth act that Jeſus Chriſt is 


© come in the fleſh is not of God. And this is 
ce that Spirit of Antichriſt whereof ye have heard 
te that it ſhould come.” And the ſame Spirit he 
hath more fully deſcribed in the following words: 
« Who is a liar, but he that denieth that Feſus is 
ce he Chriſt ? He is Antichriſt that denieth the 
« Father and the Son: which animated language 
of St. John is thus illuſtrated by St. Paul: 
« Wherefore, I give you to underſtand that no 
man, ſpeaking by the Spirit of God, calleth 
„ Feſus accurſed; and that no man can ſay that 


* Feſus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghoſt,” — 


How far ſome of our modern teachers out of the 
Church partake of this Spirit, I will leave to your 
own impartial judgment,- after informing you, 
that they vilify and blaſpheme the dignity, and 
divinity of Him, who is the Author of our ſalva- 
tion; who is called in Scripture © My Lord and 
« my God;” who, in the ſame ſentence in which 
he is declared to be the © Son of God come in the 
< fleſh,” is alſo declared to be * the true God and 

eternal 


* 
ec eternal Life ;*”* who, after the affirmation of the 
Old Teſtament, that © The Lord our God is One 
God,“ hath himſelf declared I and my Father 
cc are One; whoſe Name is above every name” 
whom „ all men are” commanded © to honour 
ce even as they honour the Father;” and who, in 
the enjoyment of this honour, entertained the wor- 
ſhip and adoration of men and angels, after having 
himſelf declared, Thou ſhait worſhip the Lord 
ce thy God, and him only ſhalt thou ſerve ;” which 
worſhip was rejected with abhorrence by two of 
his inſpired Apoſtles, St. Peter and St. Barnabas 
I ſay, after reminding you of theſe ſcripture-truths, 
I will leave you to judge for yourſelves of the Spirit 
of thoſe teachers, who would degrade Him to a 
mere man, very little ſuperior to ſome other men.— 
Is not this to deny that Jus is the Lord, in the ſerip- 
tural meaning of the word Lord “ the Lord of 
„heaven and earth?” Is not this to deny that Jeſus 
zs the Chriſt, who, by that name, was anointed our 
eternal King? Is not this to call Fe/us accurſed, 
who is declared to be“ Bleſſed for evermore?” And, 
is not this to deny both the Fatter and the Son? 
ce for whoſoever denieth the Son, the ſame hath not 
ce the Father.” And is not this to © diſhonour both 
« the Father and the Son? for he that honoureth 
© not the Son, honoureth not the Father who hath 
ce ſent him.” And, is not this, in ſubſtance and in 
effect, to deny that . Jeſus Chriſt,” that bleſſed 
; and 


and eternal Spirit, * is come in the fleſh,” which St. 
John hath declared “ to be of the Spirit of Anti- 
chriſt, and not of God ?” 


The conduct, my brethren, which will ſecure your 
happineſs both in this world and in the next, is pre- 
ſcribed in one ſhort command of holy Scripture— 
& Fear God, and honour the King ;” by which Loy- 
ALTY and REL1Gc10N are coupled together, forming 
one great compounded virtue, To this great com- 
mand the different Spirits of which I have been 
warning you directly oppoſe themſelves; and they are 
uniformly and almoſt inſeparably coupled together, 
forming one great compounded vice : for, we have 
the experience of every age and country to inform 
us, that libertines in politics are libertines in reli- 
gion, and that the enemies of good Government 

are always they who are without God in the world. 

Theſe teachers would diſſwade you, by artful 
and enticing words, both from the fear of God and 
the honour of the King: but, when your happineſs 
both in this world and in the next is ſo much con- 
cerned, before ye attend to what they teach, it be- 
comes you, my beloved, to try what ſpirit they are 
of; as to their Ap1LiTY by your own experience in 
ſimilar caſes; and, as to their INTEGRITY by the 
fruits which they produce. From their principles 
and actions, not from their profeſſions, ye ſhall 


know them; for if they be falſe-teachers, the 
Apoſtle 


0-01 

Apoſtle tells us they are © deceivers,” who are 

only to be proved by their actions and intentions; 

and, if they labour to deſtroy your happineſs here - 
and your hope hereafter, they are not of God.— 

<« Little children, let no man deceive you: Fear 

« Gop and honour the Kix: and meddle not 

ce with them that are given to change. He that 

&« doeth righteouſneſs is only righteous, even as 

God is righteous.” 
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